Adaptive human behavior crucially relies on the ability of the brain to allocate resources automatically to emotionally significant stimuli. This ability has consistently been demonstrated by studies showing preferential processing of affective stimuli in sensory cortical areas. It is still unclear, however, whether this putatively automatic mechanism can be modulated by cognitive control processes. Here, we use functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to investigate whether preferential processing of an affective face distractor is suppressed when an affective distractor has previously elicited a response conflict in a word-face Stroop task. We analyzed this for three consecutive stages in the ventral stream of visual processing for which preferential processing of affective stimuli has previously been demonstrated: the striate area (BA 17), category-unspecific extrastriate areas (BA 18/19), and the fusiform face area (FFA). We found that response conflict led to a selective suppression of affective face processing in category-unspecific extrastriate areas and the FFA, and this effect was accompanied by changes in functional connectivity between these areas and the rostral anterior cingulate cortex. In contrast, preferential processing of affective face distractors was unaffected in the striate area. Our results indicate that cognitive control processes adaptively suppress preferential processing of affective stimuli under conditions where affective processing is detrimental because it elicits response conflict.
Introduction
Detecting and responding to significant sensory events is crucial for an organism's survival. Therefore, the human brain possesses potent mechanisms to direct attention automatically to affective stimuli like food or facial expressions (Lang et al., 1997) . This has been demonstrated by studies showing preferential processing of affective stimuli in sensory areas of the human brain (for overviews, see Vuilleumier, 2005) , Vuilleumier et al., 2003) . Although such a mechanism is usually beneficial because it allows an organism to efficiently prepare adequate behavioral responses, it can be detrimental under conditions where behaviors are triggered that interfere with current goals and intentions (McClure et al., 2007; Ochsner and Gross, 2005) . In the present study, we investigated whether cognitive control processes counteract such emotion-mediated conflicts by suppressing emotion processing in visual-associative areas. Our study aims to contribute to our understanding of affective processing in the visual system as well as the resolution of emotion-mediated conflicts.
A viable framework to examine the mechanisms underlying cognitive control and conflict resolution is the conflict monitoring theory (Botvinick et al., 2001; Carter et al., 1998) . It assumes that a conflict monitoring system registers response conflict emerging when contradictory behavioral tendencies become activated simultaneously, and then strengthens cognitive control to prevent the occurrence of further conflict. Behavioral evidence for this account has been provided by studies demonstrating so-called conflict adaptation effects (Gratton et al., 1992) . In these studies, participants had to classify a target stimulus while ignoring distractor stimuli associated with the same (congruent stimulus) or a different response (incongruent stimulus) as the target. Crucially, incongruent stimuli were assumed to induce higher response conflict than congruent stimuli, which implies larger response times (RTs) and error rates for incongruent stimuli than for congruent stimuli. As predicted by conflict monitoring theory, the effect of response conflict on the current trial was determined by 
